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ABSTRACT
Since at least the early 1900s, two species of Ipomoea have been confused —/. variabilis

(Schltdl. & Cham.) Choisy and/, mitchellae Standi. Since Homer D. House considered/, variabilis

to be a member of Ipomoea sect. Pharbitis, many subsequent students of the family have followed

that disposition. Wewere able to study the types of both names and discovered that the disposition by
House and others is incorrect. Ipomoea variabilis is a synonym of /. batatas (L.) Lam. and the

correct name for specimens that have been identified conventionally as /. variabilis should be

recognized as /. mitchellae of Ipomoea ser. Exogonium. We discuss the misunderstanding, cite

protologues, list types, and indicate the proper relationships of these two species based on both

morphological and molecular genetic studies.

House (1908:207) used the name Ipomoea variabilis (Schltdl. & Cham.) Choisy for plants

with "sepals 3-5 mmwide x 14-18 mmlong, hirsute with spreading hairs at the base and corollas 5-

6 cm long," and described the flowers as blue or purple. Although House cited the correct synonymy,

it is clear he did not compare his plants with the original description of Convolvulus variabilis or with

Choisy's combination in Ipomoea. Schlechtendal and Chamisso (1830: 117) clearly stated that the

plants have "sepala elliptica, breviter mucronato-acuminata ... Corolla magna, rosea, 1.5 poll, fere

longa (^epaU elliptii short mucronate-acuminate < oiolla large pmk. usuall} L 5 inches long).

Choisy (1845:383) quoted Schlechtendal and Chamisso (1830) almost verbatim. House (1908: 207)

also cited Hallier (1899: 411) but ignored the fact that Hallier had placed /. variabilis in "§ Batatas ."

which he conceived in a strict sense at that point in time, which is consistent with our modern concept

of the sweet potato complex. [Ipomoea ser. Batatas (Choisy) D.F. Austin]. Instead, House placed/.

variabilis in Ipomoea subsect. Tyrianthinae within sect. Pharbitis, owing ostensibly to the hirsute and

spreading hairs at the base of his specimen's sepals (Mexico: Veracruz. Ano 1853. F. Muller s.n.

NY!), a feature that is decidedly inconsistent with the type of Convolvulus variabilis Choisy,

WhenMcDonald (4994) published the Convolvulaceae for the Flora de Veracruz, one of the

few types that he did not see was that of Convolvulus variabilis. At that time, McDonald assumed the

holotype was in LE, where Chamisso's types are located, but travel options and political conditions

did not allow for a visit to the herbarium. It is now clear that many of the types used by

Schlechtendal and Chamisso are in the herbarium at Martin Luther University of Halle- Wittenberg

(HAL), where Schlechtendal was professor of botany and director of the Botanical Gardens from
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1833 until his death in 1866 (Hoffmann 1998; Resting & Hoffmann 2000; Meyers Ronversations-

lexikon 1885-1892:504; Rainer 2003).

McDonald adopted the name Ipomoea variabilis on the basis of Homer House's perceptions

and description of the binomial, as well as those of Standley and Williams (1970: 39), who demoted

the name to varietal status in a broad concept of Ipomoea indica (Burm.) Merr., a member of Ipomoea

ser. Pharbitis (Choisy) Benth. Following McDonald's (1994: 129) interpretation, we have used the

binomial/, variabilis (Austin et al. 2012: 314; Felger et al. 2012: 500). Most specimens in herbaria

are now annotated with that name.

George Staples recently pointed out to us that an image of Convolvulus variabilis at HAL is

now available at Global Plants (2014). Wehave examined the image of that sheet annotated by both

Chamisso and Schlechtendal, and now realize that Choisy (1845: 383) and Hallier (1899: 411) were

correct in aligning the species in Ipomoea series Batatas. Our previous interpretation of the binomial

I variabilis as a plant similar to /. indica (Burm.) Mar. is incorrect, because the isotype is actually I

' I
i

I .mi

Below we provide the proper names and relationships for the two species that have been

misinterpreted by many people, including us.

1. Ipomoea mitchellae Standi., Publ. Field Mus. Nat. Hist, Bot. Ser. 8: 39. 1930. TYPE:

HONDURAS.Atlantida: wet thicket La Fragua, alt. 20 m, 7 Dec. 1927, Standley 52658

(holotype: F0054855F!; isotype: US00111423!).

While this species is widely distributed in Mesoamerica, from Veracruz and Oaxaca, Mexico

south to Costa Rica (Austin et al. 2012: 314; Hammel 2010: 112), this is the oldest name available for

this distinctive taxon. Austin long interpreted these plants as part of a variable Ipomoea indica

(Austin 1986: 358, Austin & Huaman 1996: 37), much as Standley and Williams (1970) and many
other curators. Although Standley was wrong in suggesting/, mitchellae was allied with/, purpurea

(L.) Lam., he was correct in recognizing this species' close affinities with /. meyeri (Spreng.) G. Don.

Superficially, /. mitchellae and /, meyeri are both similar to I. indica and other members of Ipomoea

ser. Pharbitis, but that is due to convergence in sepal morphology. Independent phylogenetic

analyses indicate these sister species are nested within Ipomoea sect. Exogonium (McDonald &
Mabry 1992: 252; McDonald et al. 2011: 168).

2. Ipomoea batatas (L.) Lam., Tabl. Encycl. 1: 465. 1793.

Convolvulus variabilis Schltdl. & Cham., Linnaea 5: 116. 1830. Ipomoea variabilis (Schltdl. &
Cham.) Choisy in DC, Prodr, 9: 383. 1845. Ipomoea indica var. variabilis (Schltdl. &
Cham.) L.O. Williams, Fieldiana, Botany 32: 191. 1970. TYPE: MEXICO. Veracruz.

Hacienda de la Laguna, Schiede & Deppe s.n. "219" [1828-09] (holotype: HAL0037741
digital image!

;
isotype?: LE, n.v, cf. Stafleu et al. 1976: 482).

When Choisy (1845: 383) made the combination with Ipomoea he cited the basionym and

ended the treatment with a dagger symbol (|). It is not clear if that symbol was used to mean that he

had not seen original material or if he thought it had been destroyed. Probably, he meant that he was

using only the protologue and saw no specimens. He commented that the species was "Affinis I.

ramom" which is now regarded as a synonym of/, trifida (Runth) G. Don (Ipomoea series Batatas).

In that suggestion, Choisy was correct.

After Hallier (1899: 411), Carlos O'Donell was one of few modern botanists to correctly

maintain Ipomoea variabilis in the Batatas complex. O'Donell annotated the holotype of /. purpusii

House (Purpus 2213, NY!) as /. variabilis in 1950, Subsequently, Rosangela Simao-Bianchini saw



the sheet in 1 996 and annotated it as /. batatas. After having seen the type of C. variabilis in HAL,
we now realize that both annotations are correct, but /. batatas has priority.



Austin and McDonald: Ipomoea variabilis 4

Austin, D.F. and Z. Huaman. 1996. A synopsis of Ipomoea (Convolvulaceae) in the Americas.

Taxon45: 3-38.

Austin, D.F., J.A McDonald, and G. Murguia-S. 2012. Convolvulaceae. Pp. 318-352, in G.

Davidse, M. Sousa-S., and O.A. Chater (eds.). Flora Mesoamericana. Missouri Botanical

Garden, The Natural History Museum (London), and the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de

\k\Ki'. \k\Ki>. III. \k\Ki'

Austin, D.F, R.L. Jarret, C. Tapia, and F. de la Puente. 1993. Collecting tetraploid /. batatas

(Linnaeus) Lamarck in Ecuador. PI. Genet. Resources Newslett. 91/92: 33-35.

Bohac, J.R., D.F. Austin, and A. Tones. 1993. Discovery of wild tetraploid sweetpotatoes. Econ. Bot.

47: 193-201.

Choisy, J.D. 1845. Convolvulaceae inDe Candolle (ed.), Prodr. 9: 323-465, add. 565.

Felger, R.S., D.F. Austin, T.R. Van Devender, J. Sanchez-Escalante, and M. Costea. 2012.

Convolvulaceae of Sonora, Mexico - I. Convolvulus, Cressa, Dichondra, Evolvulus,

Ipomoea, Jacquemontia, Merremia, Operculina. .1. Bot. Res. Inst. Texas 6: 459-527.

Hallier, H. 1899. Bausteine zu einer Monographie der Convolvulaceen. 9. Die von Caec. und Ed.

Seler in Guatemala gesammelten Convolvuaceen des Berliner Herbars. Bull. Herb. Boissier

7: 408^118.

Hammel, B.E. 20 10. Convolvulaceae. Pp. 72-126, in B.E. Hammel, M.H. Grayum, C. Herrera, and

N. Zamora (eds.). Manual de Plantas de Costa Rica. Vol. V. Dicotiledoneas (Clusiaceae-

Gunneraceae). Mssouri Bot. Gard. Press, St. Louis.

Hoffmann, M.H. 1998. Type specimens of the Ranunculaceae in the Herbarium of the Martin-

Luther-University Halle/Salle (HAL). Schlechtendalia 1: 19-22.

House, H.D. 1908. The North American species of the genus Ipomoea. Ann. New York Acad. Sci.

17: 181-263.

Global Plants. 2014. JSTORGlobal Plants database, <http://plants.jstor.org/>

Resting, S. and M.H. Hoffmann. 2000. Type specimens of the Apocynaceae, Asclepiadaceae,

Gentianaceae, Loganiaceae, and Menyanthaceae in the Herbarium of the Martin-Luther-

University Halle Wittenberg (HAL). Schlechtendalia 5: 11-17.

McDonald, J.A 1994. Convolvulaceae II. Flora de Veracruz Vol. 77: 1-133. Instituto de Ecologia,

A.C. and Univ. of California-Riverside, Xalapa, Veracruz and Riverside, California.

McDonald, J.A and T.J. Mabry. 1992. Phylogenetic systematics of New World Ipomoea

(Convolvulaceae) based on chloroplast DNArestriction site variation. PI. Syst. Evol. 180:

243-259.

McDonald, J.A, D.R. Hansen, J.R McDill, and B.B. Simpson. 2011. Aphylogenetic assessment of

breeding systems and floral morphology of North American Ipomoea (Convolvulaceae), J.

Bot. Res. Inst. Texas 5: 159-177.

Meyers Konversationslexikon. 1885-1892. Autorenkollektiv 14. Band: Rubol - Sodawasser. Seite

0504: von "Schlechtd." bis "Schlegel." Verlag des Bibliographischen Instituts, Leipzig und

Wien, Vierte Auflage. <http://www.retrobibliothek.de/retrobib/seite.html7id-114408> Accessed

12 May 2014.

Rainer, H. 2003. Type material of the Herbarium of the Martin-Luther- University Halle Wittenberg

(HAL) Annonaceae. Schlechtendalia 10: 2-5.

Stafleu, FA and R.S. Cowan. 1976. Taxonomic Literature: A Selective Guide to Botanical

Publications and Collections With Dates, Commentaries and Types. Vol. I. A-G (ed. 2).

Utrecht: Bonn, Scheltema & Holkema.

Standley, PC. and L.W. Williams, 1970. Convolvulaceae. In Flora of Guatemala. Fieldiana, Bot.

24: 1-225.


